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LETTER FROM THE EDITORS
If you have been following Montana Journalism Review for the past 54 years, you will
notice a major change from the stories printed in years prior. But please, don’t fret. This
year we are honing in on an issue specific to this part of the country — the effects of living
in a state marked by natural resource booms and busts. We are still bringing you an entire
section of journalism critique, while broadening our scope to tell the stories of the many
booms Montana is experiencing, from oil and coal extraction to population and wildlife.
To investigate how a small-town newspaper covers the Bakken oil boom, our reporting
team — Michael Beall, Dameon Matule, and Amy Sisk — traveled 10 hours across the state
to Sidney. They caught up with the Sidney Herald and its sole reporter, Louisa Barber, on
the day two suspects appeared in court for the kidnapping of local school teacher Sherry
Arnold, whose remains were later found near Williston, North Dakota.
Reporters and photographers of The University of Montana’s School of Journalism visited farmers in Hysham, ranchers in Roundup, and homeowners in Helena. We enlisted
editors and reporters from around the state to give you the inside scoop on photo manipulation, local stories with statewide impacts, and global trends that are changing our
lives. From social media’s effect on news coverage to millionaire developers changing dude
ranches to private golf courses, the pages of MJR are filled with protagonists of boom and
bust.
In an election year, Montana’s resources fuel debates that are pivotal to many westerners, no matter how little they figure into the mudslinging contests we observe on CNN,
Fox, or MSNBC. We may not be a state known for game-changing political races, but we
supply the nation with the natural treasures that build its roads, fuel its industries, and
provide its citizens with space to play outdoors.
Around the state the effects of boom and bust have scarred once-beautiful landscapes
and threatened to tear apart sacred land. Libby, one of the biggest Superfund sites in America, resonates enough with the Northern Cheyenne people that they leave the biggest and
most valuable coal deposits on the continent almost entirely undeveloped.
Meanwhile, we’re quietly taking Montana’s resources and shipping them around the
world, just as we’ve done for the past 200 years. We’re pumping our new oil finds down
a tube straight out of the state, we’re shipping coal to China by rail, and our beetle-killed
wood is sparking debate about biomass. In the fourth largest U.S. state geographically, our
population just barely peaked over one million, though that number quintuples when tourists seek out our open spaces over the summer months.
2012 is the year when death by dystopia feels the closest. Blame the Mayans and mainstream movies like The Hunger Games for making everyone, even kids, feel like the whole
ship is going down. Nevertheless, when the post-apocalyptic world peeks out from under
rocks and bunker doors, Montanans will have survived unscathed and doing what we’ve
always been doing. Adjusting. Adapting. Bundling up for the long winters.
Enjoy the read, and look for us again next year. MJR 2013 will be there.

Billie Loewen, Managing Editor

Henriette Löwisch, Editor-in-Chief
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Montanans have transformed a major rodeo stock auction held annually in Miles City
into a weekend-long festival celebrating two things we love — beer and rodeos.
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FAR
FROM
FOOD
Farming community shops across the county line
Written by Emily Wendler | Photographed by Nick Gast

In a small southeastern
Montana town, farmers tend
thousands of acres of sugar
beets, wheat, and cattle —
yet residents have no place
to buy fresh food.
Hysham, an agricultural
community of about 300,
was founded after the federal government moved the
Crow reservation boundary
further west and opened the
area for homesteading.
“If it weren’t for agriculture this town wouldn’t be
here,” said Dennis Kolb, a
farmer whose family was
one of those early homesteaders.
They might be surround-

8
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ed by acres and acres of
crops, but residents of Hysham have to drive at least 30
miles away to the IGA grocery store in Forsyth for
food.
The last grocery store
in town closed about three
years ago. Now the only
place to buy anything is the
Friendly Corner, a gas station that also sells canned
and boxed food, and milk
for $5.49 a gallon.
Wendy Kolb, Dennis
Kolb’s wife, said living in
Hysham means you have to
plan ahead for everything.
“I keep a list handy,” she
said, “Every time I run out of

something, I write it down.
Or when I’m getting close to
running out, I write it down.
Because if I don’t, then I go
to do something and it’s not
there.”
Most residents in this
community, where the average age is 55, said they’re
only getting older and need
a local grocery store. They
worry about getting trapped
in town by winter snow and
spring floods.
There is an initiative to
start a local grocery store, or
co-op, but obstacles include
finding someone to buy the
space and finding a food
supplier willing to make the

shipment to Hysham. Another question is whether a
new store would be able to
compete with the prices of
the megastores in Billings,
75 miles away.
“I can get two gallons of
milk in Billings for the price
of one gallon in town,” Wendy Kolb said.
Driving to Billings can be
an all-day trip for residents
of this small town. People
do it because they said cheap
prices make up for the money they spend on gas.
Except not everyone has
five hours to go grocery
shopping, and some people
in town don’t have cars,

8
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A panoramic view of Main Street in Hysham.

Dennis Kolb owns and operates a farm in Hysham. He said without
agriculture the town wouldn’t exist.

Wendy Kolb returns from a supermarket 75 miles away in Billings.
She said she regulary travels there to get groceries for her neighbors.

9
Published by ScholarWorks at University of Montana, 2015

9

Montana Journalism Review, Vol. 1 [2015], Iss. 41, Art. 1

10
https://scholarworks.umt.edu/mjr/vol1/iss41/1
10

10

School of Journalism: What's in Boom

Wendy Kolb assists one of her elderly neighbors after picking up groceries for her. She charges $5 to help pay for gas, and said Sharon Treible is
the only one she unpacks and puts food away for.

which is why Wendy Kolb
started doing people’s grocery shopping for them.
She leaves Hysham at
8 a.m. every Thursday for
Billings. Kolb said she started out just shopping for a
friend, but now has about six
people she shops for regularly. She buys each person’s
order one at a time to avoid
confusion with receipts.
“Usually I make at least
three trips in to Wal-Mart
and at least two trips in to
Costco.”
She charges $5 per order
at each store, which helps

pay for her tank of gas. But
Wendy Kolb doesn’t do it
for the money. She does it
because it saves elderly, disabled, and busy people a lot
of time and money.
She even lugs their bags
all the way to their front
door, and for one customer,
Sharon Treible, she unpacks
the bags and puts her food
away.
But Wendy Kolb can’t
shop for everyone, which is
why the local-grocery store
idea is still on the table.
Hysham has a grocery
store advisory board that

Groceries and More, the old grocery store in Hysham, hasn’t been open
in nearly three years.
The town’s old grocery store is a reminder of the challenges
opening a new store in town will present.

Published by ScholarWorks at University of Montana, 2015
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meets casually to talk about
what it would take to get it
going.
“The challenge is the community wants to know that it’s
going to be here before they
invest in it, but we don’t want
to make a big investment until we get the community on
board,” said Anina Estrem, a
FoodCorp worker involved in
the project.
They’re looking for farmers in the area to provide
produce for the store, but
Dennis Kolb says there is no
way it would be economically feasible for him to try
to do that.
“You’d have to have 20
farmers markets in close
proximity to raise enough
acres to make it work. It’s
more of a hobby farm type
thing than a for-profit farm,”
he said.
Still, the Kolbs and the
rest of the community are
aware of what the lack of a
grocery store could mean for
Hysham.
“I think everybody’s
afraid that each time you
lose a building on Main
Street, you’re that much
closer to the whole community dying.”

TOP: The grain in this elevator will most likely
never be eaten by the people who live near it.
CENTER: The Hysham grocery store advisory
board discusses the possibility of opening a new
store in town at the community center. Members of the board said they need more community support in order to move forward with
their plans.
BOTTOM: The Friendly Corner gas station in
Hysham is the only place left to buy food in
town. A gallon of milk at the Friendly Corner
can cost as much as $5.49.
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Emily Wendler is a graduate student in the environmental science and natural
resource journalism program
at the University of Montana. She is originally from
Ohio, and received her undergraduate degree from the
University of Cincinnati.
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echo
The once common shout of

‘Timber!’
is now only a quiet

A pile of sinker logs waits to be turned into picnic tables, kiosks, and picnic shelters at the Mill Town State park. It’s estimated that these logs spent
the last 100 years in the Blackfoot River.

Written and photographed by Bekhi Spika

Vander Meer poses next to a pile of maple logs intended to be milled
into large slabs for high-end table or bar countertops.

Published by ScholarWorks at University of Montana, 2015

“The earth is very resilient,” said Mark Vander Meer, his eager smile busting through his white, bushy beard. “It’s people who
aren’t.”
Vander Meer is the owner of two small firms in Montana
dedicated to forest restoration and health. He’s been working in
the timber industry for years and — thanks to the conservation
efforts of his generation — considers the future of logging to be
promising.
Try telling him that CareerCast.com, a jobs research and database site, rated lumberjacking as the worst job in the nation for
2012 because it’s physically demanding, stressful, dangerous, and
has weak employment potential.
Montana has a complicated timber history. Early loggers removed timber in ways that permanently scarred the landscape.
Conservationists and environmentalists later brought change
through forest managers to alter logging practices. In 1992 the
U.S. Forest Service and other organizations created a policy of
ecosystem management, focusing on improving forest health to
promote long-term solutions to the timber industry.

13
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Jagged edges of splintered wood mix with
other cast-away pieces of timber near
Vander Meer’s office.

Alan McQuillan, a professor emeritus
from the School of Forestry and Conservation at the University of Montana, has been
involved in Montana’s forests for decades
and claims economics have been working
against the logging industry in Montana
since the beginning.
“It’s sort of the worst of all worlds for
logging in this region,” McQuillan said, a
faint British accent feathering his words.
Loggers started cutting the biggest and
most accessible trees first, he said, so all
Montana is left with now are little trees
growing on steep hills. In addition to this,
the market value of conifers is low because
of the maturation of conifers planted after
World War II and the emergence of Siberian conifers into the world market after the
collapse of the Soviet Union in 1989. And,
of course, there’s the current recession surrounding the housing sector.
“If there’s something opposite to icing
on the cake, [the housing bust] is it,” McQuillan said with a laugh.
According to a 2011 report by The University of Montana Bureau of Business and
Economic Research, employment in Montana’s forestry industry fell from nearly

Vander Meer stands between Pierre Antoine-Duhem (left) and Josiah Denham (right) near his office building in Missoula. Antoine-Duhem came to Montana on an international forester training
program. Denham is the lead field forester at Watershed Consulting LLC.

10,000 workers in 2004 to about 6,500 in
2011. BBER predicts the market will pick
up significantly in 2013, but until then
Montana has to continue to restore the
health of its forests.
“[They aren’t] healthy because they’re
overcrowded,” McQuillan said. “If the
trees are spaced far enough apart you’ve
got fresh air going through them. The trees
are growing fast, so they’ve got lots of sap
and they can resist bugs and disease. So
having a poorly stocked — or overstocked
— forest is sort of like you’re asking for insects and disease, or else you’re asking for
fire.”
He said forest fire is nature’s way of
weeding out smaller and weaker trees.
Without naturally occurring fire, Montana’s forests have become crowded with
smaller-diameter (and, consequently, less
economic) trees. Also, because houses are
scattered through most of Montana’s forests, modern-day loggers are capitalizing
on cleaning up smaller trees and underbrush around residential areas — or, as
McQuillan described it, “large-scale gardening.”
But Vander Meer’s small company has

an economically viable option that uses
Montana’s infested wood rather than just
leaving it in the forest as wood chips. Between 2008 and 1998, the year the mountain pine beetle epidemic broke out in
Montana, nearly 3.4 million acres of Montana’s forests were affected, according to
Montana’s Department of Natural Resources and Conservation. Vander Meer’s
firm cuts these live, but beetle-infested,
trees for use in structures such as sheds,
barns, and saunas.
“When you mill this pine, it warps. But
if we put it together green and notch it and
it tries to move, it can’t,” said Vander Meer,
a smile budding on his face. “Everything
we build, we use green wood, lousy wood.”
By cutting unhealthy trees, Vander
Meer is able to let the healthy conifers mature into economically viable logs, setting
up the foundation for successful logging
in the future. And, Vander Meer says, it’s
about time.
“Most logging right now is forest restoration work,” he said. “This generation is
investing in the future — for real.”

*
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How citizens make their mark on Montana
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NEW
PHOTOS

Introduction by
Michael Beall

from old angles

When the Great Depression is mentioned,
New York City’s bread lines or John Steinbeck’s Grapes of Wrath come to mind, but the
most iconic image of the era might be Dorothea Lange’s photograph Migrant Mother. It’s
the photo of 32-year-old Florence Thompson
of California holding her seven children with
a look of desperation across her face.
Lange captured the essence of the Great
Depression in that photo, but she was also
joined by an army of fellow photographers,
who traveled the country as part of the Farm

before
TOP LEFT: Mouat, Stillwater County
Mouat chromite mine. September 1942.
Photo by Russell Lee
Library of Congress,
Prints & Photographs Division,
FSA-OWA Collection

CENTER LEFT: Plentywood, Sheridan County
Card game in Plentywood saloon. November 1937
Photo by Russell Lee
Library of Congress,
Prints & Photographs Division,
FSA-OWA Collection

BOTTOM LEFT: Wisdom, Beaverhead County
Wisdom Hotel. April 1942.
Photo by John Vachon
Library of Congress,
Prints & Photographs Division,
FSA-OWA Collection
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Securities Administration Photography Program. It was a part of Franklin D. Roosevelt’s
New Deal legislation meant to show the difficult life rural America faced. It was the first
federally funded photography project, and
throughout its eight-year existence the photographers captured 77,000 black-and-white
and 644 color photographs of everyday life in
America.
Four FSA photographers came to Montana
between 1936 and 1942. None of the photographers had ever been to Montana, but they
roamed to every corner of the state from Wisdom to Plentywood, shooting rolls of film
while being struck by the country’s beauty.
Seventy years later Keith Graham, a photojournalism professor at the University of
Montana, saw the FSA project as a learning
experience for both journalism students and
Montanans as a whole by having his students
re-shoot the new photo from the old angle.
Graham’s goal is to recreate the project
to send to galleries across the state — towns
big and small — in order to show booms and
busts of the past century.

after
TOP RIGHT: Mouat, Stillwater County
The buildings of Mouat Mine have been leveled
and replaced by a holding pond. The site was an
active chromite mine until the 1950s. Palladium was
discovered after the mine closed and the new Stillwater
Mine was built on top of the old site.
Photo by Cole Morgan
CENTER RIGHT: Plentywood, Sheridan County
Plentywood was incorporated as a town in 1912, and
The Gold Dollar Bar has been in the same downtown
location since then. Although the bar expanded into
neighboring lots and has been renovated, its name has
remained the same, except for a short stint as The Spot
Bar.
Photo by Jayme Fraser
BOTTOM RIGHT: Wisdom, Beaverhead County
Originally built as a harness shop with the
International Order of Odd Fellows lodge upstairs, this
building was home to Basin Mercantile Co. when John
Vachon photographed it in 1942. In 1976 Judy Mohr
purchased the building and opened Conovers Trading
Post, which remains one of the few original buildings in
Wisdom after a fire burned most of the main street in
the early ’50s.
Photo by Andrew Ambelang

Published by ScholarWorks at University of Montana, 2015
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Wolf Season
2011-2012
Wolf quota: 220
Actually killed: 166*

*Hunting season extended two months to try and fill quota
Cartoon by Thayne Palmer

THE GREAT MONTANA WOLF HUNT
By Hannah J. Ryan

18
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The gray wolf was nearly driven to extinction in
the lower 48 states, eventually being placed under the
protection of the Endangered Species Act in 1974.
In 1995 wolves were reintroduced to Yellowstone
National Park. Since then the population has grown,
and now more than 650 are estimated to reside in
Montana.
In 2009 wolves were taken off the Endangered
Species List in Montana and Idaho, and these states
regulated a wolf hunt. Then in 2010, a U.S. district
judge found it illegal for a species to be listed as endangered in some states but not others.
The following year a congressional rider authored
by Montana and Idaho politicians removed the wolves
from federal protection in their states, allowing a
2011 wolf hunt.

*
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A jurisdiction fight keeps a Lake County town from growing

By Lynnette Hintze
A popular resort town in western
Montana, Whitefish is struggling with very
real growing pains. The battle about who
will have planning authority over a two-mile
“doughnut” surrounding the city could set
state precedent on how municipalities govern
their extraterritorial areas.
The fight over jurisdiction can be summed
up like this: Whitefish wants the ability to
determine how it grows beyond its city limits
and doughnut residents claim regulation
without representation because the city has
imposed regulations in an area where the
residents can’t vote in city elections.
It all started with a controversial ordinance
imposing tighter building regulations in
certain areas within city limits. The doughnut
area was the proverbial straw that broke
the camel’s back. Shortly after the city law
was passed in 2008, the Flathead County
commissioners unilaterally rescinded a 2005
interlocal agreement that had given Whitefish
planning control in the doughnut. The city
then sued Flathead County.
The legal wrangling continued for two
years, though Whitefish and Flathead County
had worked out a compromise by late 2010
in the form of a revised interlocal agreement
that gave the county final say on Whitefish’s
ordinances as they affected the doughnut.
The revised agreement didn’t sit well with

Published by ScholarWorks at University of Montana, 2015

Whitefish residents, who want the city to
have planning control of the doughnut. A
referendum passed by Whitefish voters in
November 2011 tossed out the new agreement.
Earlier in 2011, an initiative by county
citizens trying to create a community council
for the doughnut failed when it did not meet
legal criteria. The bottom line is that state
law would need to change to accommodate
a doughnut community council that legally
could weigh in on Whitefish city issues.
A judge’s ruling earlier this year allowed
Whitefish to retain planning control of the
doughnut, stopping a county zoning effort.
What remains now is a lawsuit filed by four
Whitefish-area residents who have asked the
court to throw out the referendum that ended
the 2010 interlocal agreement.
Whitefish has argued that without the
2010 compromise agreement tossed out by
the referendum, the original 2005 interlocal
agreement that gives the city planning control
remains in effect. The county maintains
that there’s no agreement in effect, and the
doughnut should revert to county control. The
next step is for both sides to argue the merits
of the lawsuit. No one expects a quick answer
to the long-simmering dispute.
Lynnette Hintze is the features editor at the
Daily Inter Lake in Kalispell.

*
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USGS Project Manager Amy Macleod fires an inert can of bear spray as a demonstration to the Grizzly Bear DNA crew at the
Glacier Field Station in Glacier National Park.

BARE
NECESSITIES

20

Written by Linds Sanders
Photos by Michael Beall

how to survive in bear country

According to Fish, Wildlife and Parks, the grizzly bear population is steadily growing 3 percent
a year, and residents nestled against wilderness areas are encountering more and more bear
activity, said conservation specialist Tom Parker. Residents in bear country must take extra
precautions like keeping food locked away, storing garbage properly, and knowing the facts and
myths that ride along when wandering into the bear’s neck of the woods.
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Bear spray, bug spray —
what’s the difference?

Bear spray is a deterrent, not a repellant. It may seem like a simple concept, but the mistake has been made
with dire consequences.
Bear spray should be readily available on a belt or pack. The safety cap
should be popped off and the nozzle
aimed downward. If the bear is
charging from a distance, it is recommended on the instructions to wait
until the bear is within the target zone
— less than 30 feet away. The spray
burns the eyes, nose, mouth, and
lungs of a charging bear. Parker said
this confuses the animal, which will
usually retreat to escape the spray. If
the bear charges again, another 2-second burst should be sprayed, and you
should begin walking backwards —
never run!

Well … I’ll just use pepper spray.
Same thing, right?
Bear spray is specifically designed
to fire faster and farther, and it creates
a defense cloud. Eight-ounce canisters of bear spray empty in 7 seconds,
proving their power. Pepper spray
shoots in a thin stream and does not
contain nearly as much oleoresin capsicum, the active ingredient in these
capsicum sprays.

SCOVILLE HEAT UNITS

Bear Spray = 3.3 million
Police pepper spray = 2 million
Habanero pepper = 350,000
Jalapeño pepper = 8,000

My boomstick’ll keep ‘em at bay
“The mindset of someone packing
a gun as an answer is already mentally
on the wrong foot,” Parker said. Being
a former bear hunter and backcountry
guide, Parker supports hunting. But
when it comes to defending yourself,
guns are less effective than bear spray
and common sense, Parker said.
The common saying is that bullets
will just further anger a bear. That is
not a myth. “If you hurt one of these
animals, they’re smart enough to understand where that pain came from
and to defuse that threat,” Parker
said.

School of Journalism: What's in Boom

Bear bells are used to alert bears
in the area that there are people approaching, Parker said. Great. Except
the bells, while annoyingly disruptive to the hiker and company, are
rarely detectable to bears. The dinging is easily swallowed up by sounds
the hiker is missing out on — such
as the wind, the water, and bird calls.
“Nothing beats the human voice to
alert bears that people are in the area,”
Parker said.

Close enough to smell their
last meal?

This is the most common myth
Fish, Wildlife, and Parks’ black bear
specialist Erik Wenum encounters,
whether it’s from the public or in literature. Writers sometimes colorfully
paint near-death experiences, saying
they were close enough to smell the
bear’s breath. While bears are scavengers and take to eating dead animals,
80 percent of their diet is vegetation
containing high levels of chlorophyll,
Wenum said. This is an active ingredient found in the majority of toothpastes and breath mints.

Preparing yourself for a trip into
bear country
•

Never go into bear country without bear spray.
• Know the signs of bears and act
with respectful caution when in
the woods.
• String up your food when camping.
Pack food into a bear-safe container and hang it 10 feet up and four
feet from the trunk of a tree at least
100 feet away from your sleeping area.
Remember to pack away anything
that might smell delicious, such as
toothpaste, shampoos, deodorants,
feminine hygiene products, and the
clothes you wear while cooking.
Pack out all garbage and food.
If you encounter a bear, give them
respect and space. “If you respect
them rather than fearing them, you’re
more inclined to make informed decisions and set yourself up for good
experiences,” Parker said.
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know the signs
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Bear bells? More like dinner bells

When traveling in bear territory it is crucial to recognize the signs of bears to keep yourself safe. Here are
a few markers that indicate bears have been in the area.

BEAR SCAT

Scat is a fancy way of saying poop. In movies, extreme
outdoorsmen will grab a handful of scat, crumble it and
smell it, then look off into the distance and say in a mysterious voice, “He’s a mile due south.”
Outside the cinematic world, you don’t need to get your
hands dirty to tell if it’s fresh. Bear scat is very distinguishable from that of other wildlife because it’s chock full of berries and vegetation and sometimes includes insects and hair.

OVERTURNED ROCKS

{ }

Part of a bear’s diet consists of insects. Several overturned rocks in an area can indicate a bear was looking
for tasty grub, and further digging may be evident as well.

TRACKS

Bear paws are large, five-toed, and have claws that may
or may not be evident in their tracks. Bears enjoy following well-traveled paths and game trails, so it is more likely
that you will find tracks on your trail in the morning —
when they prefer traveling.

FOOD SOURCE

If you smell a dead animal out in the woods, and you’re
certain it isn’t your friend’s three-days-without-a-shower
stench, keep on the lookout. If a bear has found a carcass
to scavenge of, it will cover the body with brush and vegetation. Bears often return to carcasses more than once,
so tread with extreme caution and move on quickly.

{ }

*

MARKED TREES

Bears claw and rub trees, as an elk or deer might,
but much higher up on the trunk. Look for vertical claw
scratches, hair, or rubs at eye level or higher.
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Heading back to their cars after a successful day of filming in Highlight Canyon outside of Bozeman. | Photo by Gill Montgomery

By Dameon Matule
Toy Soldier Productions
started as a hobby. Justin Brodin and his friends just liked
to shoot and edit videos of
themselves skiing. He had a
hard drive loaded with clips of
the TSP crew grinding down
long rails and twisting through
somersaults as they launched
off kickers and into the Montana sky.
Brodin moved out West
from Virginia for the skiing.
He went to Utah for one year
before transferring to Montana
State University to experience
the state’s famous light and
powdery cold smoke snow.
By 2009 he was a senior in
MSU’s film program. Getting

the faculty to understand and
let him make a freestyle ski
movie featuring his friends
was difficult.
“Part of the drive to do it
was MSU’s focus on narrative
and documentary films. They
don’t consider action sports to
be part of those genres,” Brodin said. “We decided to do
it whether they were going to
help us or not.”
They didn’t have much of
a budget. Well, there wasn’t
any budget. But they did have
a plan: showcase Montana’s
hidden talent and its stunning
terrain.
Shay Lee has skied with TSP
since the beginning. Lee, Bro-

din, and the rest of the crew
met for the first time when
Bozeman’s first snow came
early in the winter of 2009.
They went to ride at a popular
urban hangout for skiers.
“We became friends quick,”
Lee said. “Those guys wanted
to make a movie, but we had
no idea it was going to be so
successful.”
For Lee, the first winter devoured his free time — whether he liked it or not.
“It was tough,” he said. “I’d
go to school all day, then work,
then Justin would call and
we’d shoot at night. I mean, I
loved to ski, but I was just getting worn out.”

The crew spent all their
free time skiing and filming
that winter. They’d travel as
they could afford it. They tried
to find sponsors, but no one
wanted to give money to college kids without a track record
in the skiing world.
“My plan that first year was
to just get through the film,”
Brodin said.
When the student-film
premier season started in the
fall of 2010, Toy Soldier Productions’ Come Find Us had
the largest attendance in the
production program. Brodin
was only 24 and the other 15
members of TSP were barely
old enough to get into bars, but

Dash Kamp, Jason Arens, Pete Arneson, and Noah Curry pose in front of a rail in Truckee, California. | Photo by Gill Montgomery
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Building an urban step-down jump in Edmonton, Canada. | Photo by Gill Montgomery

The crew reviews footage near a rail in Livingston. | Photo by Gill Montgomery
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he decided that they needed to
make this into a career.
Come Find Us was well
received by the skiing community and earned enough
money that TSP was able to
film beyond Montana. A year
later their second film Set Your
Sights cemented that TSP was
here to stay.
Toy Soldier Productions isn’t
alone in wanting to show off
Montana’s beauty. A film adaption of James Welch’s Winter
in the Blood was recently shot
in the book’s setting in northern Montana. The National
Geographic Channel is using
the state as one of the locations in a new treasure hunters show, Diggers, and Hiline
Productions captures pristine
landscape with gorgeous high
definition photos and video for
promotional material.
Last winter made ski filming
particularly difficult, as many
areas didn’t have the snow
base TSP needed to shoot. Brodin said they had 10 locations
scouted but only used three of
them because conditions were
so bad.
TSP is currently wrapping
up shooting for their third
video, taking a new direction
from the last two. Rather than
focusing on terrain or technique, this one will focus on upand-coming young riders. And
while Montana is going to be a
big part of the scenery, the crew
now has the cash to visit skiers
in their own backyards around
the West.
Although Brodin hasn’t
chosen a name for the new film
yet, he said that it will premier
in September back in Bozeman
— right where it all started.

*

Dash Kamp clears a 60-foot gap at a Bozeman skate park. | Photo by Gill Montgomery
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CULLING IN THE CAPITAL

By Masaki Nakagawa

First light has yet to peek over
the top of Mount Helena as Mark
Lerum, reserve officer for the
Helena Police, pulls out of the
Fish, Wildlife and Parks headquarters in Helena. His mission:
culling the city’s herd of urban
mule deer.
Scanning the dark streets,
Lerum recalls the time when a
buck chased a newspaper delivery boy under a car and kept
him there for a half hour, and
another when a doe with a new
fawn knocked a woman down in
her backyard. Such occurrences
have become less frequent since
the city started its program of
trapping and killing deer. The
idea to use stun bolt guns on
trapped wildlife has been controversial, but to Lerum, contraception, deportation, or sniping
aren’t viable alternatives.

26
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“Just imagine you’ve got a
deer here standing in that parking lot and you’re going to shoot
it and it ricochets off its head.
Where’s it going?” he said, pointing to an empty car lot on the
west end surrounded by houses.
Several forms of contraception that are nonlethal to humans have been developed, including one patented by Dr. Jay
Kirkpatrick of the Science and
Conservation Center in Billings.
The vaccination makes deer and
other animals infertile and is delivered by a dart.
But Ron Aasheim, Helena’s
FWP bureau chief, said that this
method is expensive and identifying what female deer have been
vaccinated would be extremely
difficult. The vaccination would
also have to be administered to
only the female deer population

in the 11-square-mile management area.
On the first stop of his early
morning patrol, Lerum quietly
closes the door of his pickup
truck and approaches a collapsible cage designed to close behind deer after they trip a fishing
line. The device is baited with
sweet feed — a mixture of apples
and oats.
This trap is empty — despite
multiple mounds of droppings
surrounding it — but if a deer
had been trapped, the officers
would collapse the trap around
the deer, essentially tackling the
creature. They then would employ a tool used mostly in the
livestock industry: a stun bolt
gun with a mechanism that fires
a blank cartridge which forces a
steel bolt outwards and through
the deer’s skull.

After the deer are killed the
carcasses are cleaned and taken to
Tizer Meats. The meat is processed
and retrieved by the Helena Food
Share. Director Ann Waickman
said that since 2008 Helena Food
Share has received over 13,000
pounds of venison.
Since the culling program’s
inception in 2008, the number
of calls about pesky deer to Fish,
Wildlife and Parks has decreased
dramatically, according to Aasheim. He calls Helena’s management program the “gold standard”
for Montana.
Meanwhile, the deer are taking
their time to regain their fear of
humans. As Lerum parks to check
a trap, three animals emerge from
the darkness. When he steps toward them, they lazily walk away
into a neighboring yard.

*
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LAST
wranglers

Writing Contest Winner

By Rick Sherman

I can see my breath as I walk
out to the corral, halter in hand,
to catch my wrangle horse.
There is a light frost on the fence
rails and grass even though it’s
mid-July, though that’s not
unusual for Seeley Lake. Cobalt plays his usual hard-to-get
game. It’s half-hearted, though.
There must be some cattle cutting in his history, because he
loves to wrangle.
As we head up the hill out
of the corral I have to hold him
back. There are a little over 100
acres and a number of different
levels of landscapes to hide in.
We cross the big open meadow
in front of the main resort lodge
toward the trees and hills beyond. There are a few guests
up moving around heading for
breakfast. We work our way
through the big old ponderosas
and up onto the benches on the
backside of the resort.
For more than 70 years the
Double Arrow was a horse operation. A Dutch aristocrat and
a retired Army Corps of Engineers colonel started it in the
early 1930s. From the beginning
horses were at the heart of the
6,000-acre ranch. It was always
intended to be a high-end dude
ranch. Pack trips headed out
directly from the old log lodge,

Published by ScholarWorks at University of Montana, 2015

which was built with the aid of
horses. The business was partly
supported by a breeding program for Army Calvary horses.
The big meadow below the lodge
supported 100 mares and Big
Red, the stallion.
The ranch survived until
World War II. It changed hands
several times, and the lodge’s
great hall became a cow barn.
Clarence “C. B.” Rich bought
the ranch in 1958. He rebuilt the
buildings, revitalized the resort,
and put horses back into the
pasture. He was able to keep the
ranch until the late 1960s, when
it was lost to developers who
subdivided the remaining 3,000
acres — leaving a little over 200
acres for the resort.
Rich, and later his son Jack
continued to lease the barn and
pastures and kept backcountry
outfitting and trail rides alive.
Eventually Jack read the writing
on the wall and bought his own
ranch, the Rich Ranch.
I started at the Double Arrow when Jack was still there,
working my first two years for
him. When he moved on I was
hired to carry on the tradition. I
met my wife Feather during this
time. We were married in the old
barn’s hayloft. Instead of walking down the aisle at the end of

the ceremony, we mounted our
horses and galloped off across
that big meadow. We worked the
operation together for the next
four years.
The current owners have seen
far more financial potential in
creating an 18-hole golf course
and a subdivision packed with
luxury homes. One day I drove
down to the barn to wrangle and
saw the bulldozer peeling off
the topsoil of the big meadow. I
pulled over to let my eyes clear,
then carried on for another year.
I knew it was over the day the resort manager told me we would
only be leasing three horses for
the trail ride operation.
Today the resort is an 18-hole
golf course. The only horses are
in a 10-acre pasture below the
old lodge. They serve as lawn ornaments.
Feather and I figure we took
more than 7,000 people on rides
in the hills around Seeley in the
six years we worked there. Folks
came back year after year to ride
with us. We watched children
grow from little kids on their
first trail ride to teenagers with
their own horses. We loved what
we did and we loved being a part
of Montana history. It’s with bittersweet pride that we call ourselves the last wranglers.

*

27

27

Montana Journalism Review, Vol. 1 [2015], Iss. 41, Art. 1

A
N
A
T
N

MO

N
O
I
L
L
I

M

0,

00,00
0
,
1
D
E
CH

REA tate?
S
A
H
N
IO
the s
T
n
A
i
L
s
e
U
r
u
P
reat
PO

NA’S ompare to other c
A
T
N
O
M
es that c
do

but how

ampbell

C
By Lynn

28
https://scholarworks.umt.edu/mjr/vol1/iss41/1

28

School of Journalism: What's in Boom

each symbol = 20,000 units

CHICKENS
535,000

MONTANA

POP. - 1 million

147,165 square miles

SHEEP
230,000

versus

PIGS

180,000

BEE
COLONIES

RHODE
ISLAND
POP. - 1.05 million

157,000

1,214 square miles

COWS

2.5 million
SOURCE: UNITED STATES DEPARTMENT

SOURCE:
UNITED STATES DEPARTMENT OF AGRICULTURE
OF AGRICULTURE
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Solid Partners,

Higher Standards,
and Dedication to Customer Service.

Analytical excellence is critical to the energy industry. Energy
Laboratories, Inc. has unequalled knowledge and experience in many
widely accepted testing methods, as well as unique and specialized
methods for the energy industry.
Energy Laboratories – Your trusted resource
for analytical excellence since 1952.

www.energylab.com

Helena, MT • Billings, MT • Casper, WY • Gillette, WY • Rapid City, SD • College Station, TX
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SIDNEY
A little town experiencing a big boom
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STRANGERS IN

By Amy Sisk

Louisa Barber tapped her
thumbs against the steering
wheel to the beat of the song At
Last as she crossed the Montana-North Dakota border.
Her sedan cruised past mile after mile of golden, grassy plains
under an unseasonal cerulean
sky.
Up ahead black smoke escaped the exhaust pipe of a
semi-truck as it barreled toward her car. The truck’s rum-

When a small-town reporter strikes big news

bling engine drowned out the
music playing from her Chevy
Cobalt’s built-in stereo, but it
didn’t faze Barber. She was lost
in Etta James’ voice.
Oil pumps dotted the prairie as Barber drove down the
county road. She reached several abandoned rail cars and
looked to her right for a gravel
lane that would take her to a
housing development. An elementary school principal had

SIDNEY
OVER THE YEARS
32

Compiled by Hannah Grover

https://scholarworks.umt.edu/mjr/vol1/iss41/1

told her he expects many new
students to attend his school
when a nearby RV park with
500 units is complete.
Barber is the Sidney Herald’s
lone news reporter, and like so
many of the stories she covers,
this one is the consequence of a
substance stored in shale 9,000
feet below her tires.
“When I came here I knew
nothing about oil,” Barber said.
“There was one day I was work-

1900 Pop: 75

ing on a story, and I just said
aloud at my desk, ‘What’s an oil
refinery?’ There was honest-toGod silence.”
The novice reporter had
never set foot in Montana until she stepped off the train for
an interview with the Herald
in 2008, a recent graduate of
Eastern Washington University with a bachelor’s degree in
journalism.
Barber learned everything

1910

1901: Montana’s first 1908: Sidney
oil well is drilled in
Herald founded.
what is now Glacier
National Park.

Pop: 345
1912: First train
enters Sidney.

1904: Yellowstone
River Irrigation
Project begins.
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SIDNEY
she knows about the oil industry while living in what was
once a sleepy farming community. She continues paving her
way in a time when the country is struggling to support her
generation.
Sidney is no stranger to oil
booms. Oil was first discovered here in the 1950s, and as
technology improves, oil that
was once impossible to reach
is now at drillers’ fingertips.

1920

From a stranger’s point of view
Sidney looks like any small
town in eastern Montana. It
has a healthy ratio of churches
to saloons and is surrounded
by ranch land as far as the eye
can see.
The RVs that line the outskirts of town are one visible
sign of change, but the rest are
more subtle. The locals remember a time when they could
walk down Central Avenue

Pop: 1400
1925: Midland Sugar
Co. is built, now
called Sidney Sugars.
Sugar beets are Sidney’s
main cash crop.

1930

1928/1929: Reports of
oil spark excitement in
Sidney. Meanwhile, the
first horizontal oil well is
drilled in Taxon, Texas.
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Panorama of the plains and an oil pump outside Sidney. | Photo by Michael Beall

and greet everyone they passed
by name, but in today’s Sidney
they no longer leave their car
doors unlocked. Many lose
prized employees to the oil
patch. Their children make
friends at school only to find
they’re gone in a few weeks.
Like many oil-rich towns
in the Bakken region, Sidney
walks a fine line between maintaining its identity and cashing
in on development.

Pop: 2010
1939: An irrigation
project in Sidney is
approved that would
provide water to 720
acres.

“It’s a tightrope walk,” said
Mayor Bret Smelser, a lifelong
Sidney resident. “We’re doing
what we can to make sure this
community grows at a slow,
sustained pace, but that’s not
always easy in oil country.”
Thousands of people —
mostly young, single men or
men with new families — from
across the nation have flocked
to the area since oil development picked up again at the

1940

Pop: 2978
1949: Halliburton performs the first commercial fracking in
Texas and Oklahoma.
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Development demands on the Bakken formation have created a vacuum for workers, especially for semi-truck drivers. | Photo by Dameon Matule

turn of the millennia. Sidney
has become an oasis for the unemployed. There are job openings for everyone from truck
drivers to welders to engineers
in Richland County, which had
an unemployment rate of 2.3
percent in December of 2011.
If people can’t find work or a
place to hitch a trailer in one
town, they simply drive to the
next.
“All they want is a better
life,” Smelser said. “We’re trying to do what we can to make
everyone feel welcome. But at

1950 Pop: 3987

1960

1953: Sidney holds
its first Oil Appreciation Day.

34

the end of the day, I hardly have
any of the tools in the chest to
make that happen.”
Smelser’s grateful the town
isn’t experiencing the same
long lines and traffic jams as
its neighbor to the northeast,
whose population jumped
from 12,000 to 30,000 over the
past 10 years. Even though Sidney’s not expected to see nearly
as drastic an increase as Williston, North Dakota, the mayor
projects the city’s population,
currently around 5,000, will
double in size. With a popula-
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Pop: 4564

tion booming as quickly as oil
reaches the earth’s surface, he
must brace for repercussions.

TENSION BETWEEN THE
OLD AND NEW
In the three years that Barber has worked for the Herald,
which publishes two times a
week, she’s covered nearly every facet of the boom.
“You hear about the issues
over and over,” she said. “It’s
hard to put a new spin on it.”
In fact, she’s written so many

1970

Pop: 4543

stories about how oil impacts
the region that her editor asked
her to focus on more lighthearted features about seniors
with interesting backgrounds
and high school students with
grand ambitions.
Barber, 25, is one of only a
handful of young adults who
work within city limits. There
are many others her age, but
they spend their time in the oil
fields. She rarely crosses into
their world unless a story calls
her there.
“I still don’t really feel like

1980 Pop: 5726

1978: Sidney has close to
100 oil wells and not enough
housing for the oil workers.
The Sidney police chief complains about squatters in the
park. Oil workers are living in
RVs and tents.

1987: The decline of the oil
industry leaves Sidney with
an unemployment rate of
14.2 percent. Despite the
oil industry’s decline, the
Bakken’s first horizontal oil
wells are built.
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Mayor Bret Smelser said the citizens of Sidney are trying to accommodate the influx of people looking for work, but there is only so much they
can do. | Photo by Michael Beall

to play. RVs fill the gravel pit
where her boys used to run,
and she locks the trailer door
at night.
She’s grateful for her home
but knows the locals are wary
of people like her family. She
once overheard the checkout
lady at the local grocery store
cussing out the newcomers.
“It got me so irritated,” Sorensen said. “If none of us
were here, your town would
probably be just like the rest
of America, where the econ-

A Ford Explorer pulled up
next to Arnold and stopped just
long enough for a man to grab
her, according to documents
filed in Richland County District Court. Arnold struggled
to get away from the man and
his partner, both high on crack
cocaine. In the process she lost
her tennis shoe in a ditch across
from a church.
A tipster told police the two
suspects were in the area looking for jobs in the oil fields.
When they couldn’t find work,

“I still don’t really feel like
I’m a part of this town.”

-Louisa Barber, Sidney Herald reporter

omy is down in the dumps. If
oil wasn’t here, where would
your husband work? What
job would you be going to the
next town for? You’d be invading someone else’s space to pay
your bills. I hope they wouldn’t
treat you like that.”
She knows many oil workers
with compassionate hearts.
Sidney Herald reporter Louisa Barber interviews Sidney Public Schools
board member Luann Cooley about education funding at a Chamber of When news that a high school
teacher
had
disappeared
Commerce meeting. | Photo by Amy Sisk
reached her trailer park, some
of her neighbors went to search
I’m a part of this town because a trailer about 10 feet wide and for the woman alongside the
it’s a small, tight-knit commu- 26 feet long next to dozens of locals.
nity,” Barber said. “You have other RVs.
Sorensen doesn’t know A DEATH IN THE FAMILY
to penetrate your way in. You
many of her neighbors, but she
never feel fully accepted.”
Sherry Arnold left her house
Brandi Sorensen said her has met several other mothers before the sun rose for a jog on
family feels the same. A year in similar situations. They pro- a frosty morning in January.
ago she buckled her two boys vide support, but all are wary of The high school math teacher
into the back seat of her car their surroundings.
ran down a road next to an
When Sorensen hears fight- open field slated to become the
for a 13-hour drive from Bluebell, Utah, to join her husband. ing outside she calls the police. site of a new housing subdiviNow the family of four lives in There’s no space for her kids sion.

1990 Pop: 5216

1994: For the first
time in history
Montana has more
operating oil wells
than North Dakota.

2000 Pop: 4774
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they allegedly drove through
town with one mission in mind:
kill a woman. Once they spotted Arnold they forced her into
the car, removed her clothes,
and choked her to death.
Barber met Arnold at the
beginning of the school year to
do an interview about technology in the classroom. Arnold
synced audio recordings of
her lectures to notes she took
on an interactive whiteboard
and posted these podcasts to
her website. That way, students
who missed a day of class for a
basketball tournament in Billings wouldn’t fall behind.
Four months later as journalists from ABC and CNN
raced to the airport to catch
the next flights to Montana,
Barber went to Sidney High
School armed with a notebook
and camera. She had no idea
the photographs she took that

2010

2005: Congress passes a 2008: Oil prices surpass $100
law saying the EPA can’t a barrel for the first time.
regulate fracking under They peak at $147.30 in July.
the Safe Drinking Water USGS releases a study that
estimates 3-4.3 billion barAct.
rels of oil lie in the Bakken
Formation, 25 times more
than the 2005 estimate.

Pop: 5191
2012: Sidney school teacher
Sherry Arnold is kidnapped
and murdered. Two men who
had traveled to the area looking for employment on the oil
rigs were arrested and charged
with aggravated kidnapping.
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JOBS IN

SIDNEY
Oil jobs

Driller: $35/hr, $55 daily
bonus, (Time and a half
after 40 hours a week)
Fracker: $30/hr

Semi-truck driver: $22/
hr (Time and a half after 40 hours a week)

Service jobs
Hotel clerk: $14/hr

McDonald’s worker: $9/hr
Printing/graphics: $12/hr

Career jobs
Journalist: $23,000/year
Police officer: $18/hr
Teacher: $30,000/year
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day would end up on national
television.
She anxiously joined hundreds of others who paced
down streets praying for the
best but preparing for the worst
as the town searched for the beloved teacher.
She will never forget that
day in February when she
walked into the new $19 million Richland County Law &
Justice Center — paid for by
oil revenue — to report on the
suspects’ initial appearance in
city court.
She sat down in the first row.
The police escorted the two
men, handcuffed and dressed
in orange-and-white-striped
jumpsuits, into the room. They
took their seats three feet away
from her.
Barber’s heart kept pounding. She had never covered such
a high-profile case.
“I started to tear up because of what they had allegedly done, but I know I’m not
supposed to do that,” she said,
her voice trailing off. “It’s really hard when you think about
what happened to her. I just
wonder how a person can do
such mean things.”
As news of Arnold’s disappearance broke, the phone kept
ringing at Sidney Herald publisher Libby Berndt’s desk. The
national media wanted photos,
information, and even interviews from Herald staffers.
Berndt gave them what they
wanted. The more media attention, the more likely someone would find Arnold, she
thought.
When she agreed to be interviewed by HLN, the producers told her they simply wanted
to get a feel for the town.
“I wanted to portray that we
are a very caring and close-knit
community,” said Berndt, who
has worked at the Herald for 26
years. “We see someone on the
street and we say hi to them.
We know everybody. There are

so many fundraisers that we do
for each other.”
She wanted to explain that it
wasn’t just Arnold’s family and
students who were hurting, it
was the entire town.
Instead, she was asked how
many sexual predators had registered in the area.
“The minute I didn’t answer
a question the way they wanted me to answer it they didn’t
come back to me to answer another question,” she said.
She could tell the national
media wanted to paint a picture of an innocent town infiltrated by dirty oil workers.

OF OIL, GUNS,
AND PEPPER SPRAY

Arnold’s death left a scar on
the town.
Owners of local gun shops
struggle to keep shelves
stocked. According to the Montana Department of Justice, the
Richland County Sheriff’s Office issued 97 concealed weapons permits in February alone.
Only seven people applied for
a permit during that time last
year.
“I carry pepper spray in my
purse,” said 25-year-old Katy
DeMangelaere, a lifelong Sidney resident. “I’m a trusting
small-town girl, but it scares
me. There are people you can’t
trust hanging outside the bars
all the time. You used to be OK,
but going outside them now,
you fear for your life.”
Assistant Police Chief Robert Burnison said the 11 officers at the Sidney Police Department can’t keep up with
the increase in crime. One new
officer joined the department
in 2011, and Burnison hopes to
hire five more by 2017.
The force spends most of its
time responding to domestic
assaults, disturbances in bars,
thefts, and traffic accidents.
The number of people arrested
for domestic assault more than
tripled between 2004 and 2011

and the number of DUI offenses jumped from 24 to 65 during
that same period.
“Before, we were really proactive and tried to stop things
before they happened,” Burnison said. “That’s still our objective, but we’re not able to meet
that objective because we’re too
busy reacting to the things that
are happening.”
Sidney police officers try to
maintain a visible presence to
discourage criminal activity.
But as more and more people
enter city limits this method is
becoming less effective.
Burnison doesn’t want community members to overreact,
but he understands their fears.
Even his wife now locks the
door to their house while she’s
inside.

WALKING THE TIGHT ROPE
The police aren’t the only
ones struggling to keep up.
Faced with increased demand
for services, businesses are losing employees to lucrative jobs
in the oil industry.
“It’s a double-edged sword,”
said Garth Kallevig, president
of Sidney’s Stockman Bank.
“There are some businesses
negatively affected by it simply
because they have nothing to
do with oil.”
He said residents might
leave a job they held for the
20 years just because they can
make $10 more an hour working on a rig.
Even at $9 an hour plus benefits, McDonald’s owner John
Francis can’t find local employees. He contracts with an
employment agency to hire foreign students from as far away
as Thailand and Brazil to work
three-month shifts.
“If people call in sick we
don’t have anyone to replace
them,” he said. “We close down
the lobby and just run the
drive-thru.”
Francis’ foreign workers pay
$100 a week to live in trailers
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Brandi and Ryan Sorensen sit in their travel trailer that serves as the family home. The Sorensens own a home in Utah, but a lack of jobs forced Ryan,
a welder, to move to Sidney for work. Brandi and their two young boys followed about eight months later. | Photo by Dameon Matule

across the street from the golden arches.
That’s about the same price
Barber pays for her one-bedroom apartment. She calls
herself lucky when it comes
to housing. The Herald keeps
her apartment under its name,
and rent has gone up only $50 a
month to $400 since she moved
to Sidney three years ago.
While reporters across the
country file stories about foreclosures, Barber writes about a
different kind of housing crisis:
prices are skyrocketing.
Developers scramble to hire
contractors to construct subdivisions. Oil companies book
entire floors of new hotels before the ground breaks. Hundreds of workers congregate
into trailer parks and metal
shacks dubbed “man camps.”

Trying to feed a family of four in a camping trailer required adjustments. When Sorensen cooks she uses the dinner
table as a countertop. “We have tricks to how we can fit things,” she said. “I’ll use anything that can save space or
serve more than one purpose.” | Photo by Dameon Matule
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Trailers line a lot that used to be a gravel pit before the boom in Sidney. | Photo by Michael Beall

Five years ago the two-story building that houses Superintendent
Daniel Farr’s office was used for storage, but huge jumps in enrollment numbers are forcing the school district to use any available
space. | Photo by Dameon Matule

April Boehler grew up in
Sidney and wants to move out
of her $1,200 a month, twobedroom apartment into a
bigger home. The mother of
two found a 1,200-square-foot
house with a bright red door
that sets the beige structure
apart from others on the street,
but the $189,000 price tag is out

of her budget. Ten years ago
that same home would have
cost $85,000, said Leif Anderson, the owner of realty company Beagle Properties Inc.
“There’s no chance of us
ever finding a house with the
way prices are,” Boehler said.
Her parents are considering
building on a lot they already

A sleepy little agriculture town at heart, Sidney is struggling to hang on
to its identity as the oil boom brings about massive changes. Locals are
grateful for the economic boost but struggle to cope with the influx of
strangers. | Photo by Dameon Matule

own. That might be Boehler’s
only option.
Boehler’s mother Karen said
it’s been tough. She and her
husband work at their printing
and graphics business seven
days a week until 9 or 10 p.m.
because orders keep piling up,
and they don’t have enough
employees. April works for her

parents and often brings the
kids along to play with the family’s Boston terrier.
Karen said even though
employees of small businesses
put in many hours, the tiniest
of homes are still out of reach.
She admits the $12 an hour
she pays to entry-level workers
doesn’t cut it.

Old, vertical wells like this one with nearby oil deposits are being redrilled to handle horizontal pumping. Thousands of feet of
extra pipe are required to reach the new areas. | Photo by Dameon Matule
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Sidney Herald publisher Libby Berndt confers with editor Bill Vander
Weele on his article about documents released from the Richland County District Court outlining the details of high school math teacher Sherry
Arnold’s death. | Photo by Amy Sisk

“I certainly can’t pay the
wages that ConocoPhillips and
all those guys do,” she said.
With more housing come
more students.
The superintendent of Sidney Public Schools is looking to
the Federal Emergency Management Agency for help.
Daniel Farr needs to hire
about 15 new teachers over the
next three years because he anticipates 800 new students will
enter the district, though he
doesn’t know where the teachers will live.
“If you’re fresh out of an
education program anywhere
in this country that’s not going

cause he couldn’t pay anyone else
enough to do the job.
“You do what you have to
right now,” he said with a shrug.
One of the elementary schools
needs a $4 million renovation to
meet fire code, and it also must
install ADA-compliant bathrooms so an extra fifth-grade
class can move into the building.
But unlike the high school, which
sports a new library that kids jokingly call “Barnes & Noble,” the
middle and elementary schools
lack adequate funding. They
only serve students within city
limits, whereas the high school
serves students from throughout
the county and receives the bulk

“We’re being asked to run
our schools off a commodity
that goes up and down.”

-Daniel Farr,
Superintendent of Sidney Public Schools

Crude oil is caked on an nonfunctioning oil pump outside Sidney.
| Photo by Michael Beall

Rick Colson’s pride and joy, Beuamadean, carries a system designed
specifically for fracking. The tank in the center feeds propane to burners as they superheat water that’s pumped through pipes at the rear of
the truck. The water pumped into the wells must be 86 degrees when
it reaches oil so viscosity can be maintained. | Photo by Dameon Matule
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to happen,” he said. “There’s
no way you’re going to make a
down payment, and there’s no
way you can afford a house payment that’s probably going to be
anywhere from $1,000 to $1,300
a month. That’s what a singleroom apartment’s running for
right now.”
Farr hopes he can convince
the city to rezone part of the
acreage outside an elementary
school so teachers can live in
FEMA trailers.
Class sizes are increasing,
and teachers have to play catchup as new students whose parents work in the oil industry
filter in and out. During the
winter the superintendent shoveled snow off the sidewalk of an
elementary school every day be-

of oil revenue. That means for
every $4 of oil and gas revenue
the high school receives, the elementary and middle schools see
only $1.
The Montana Legislature
passed a bill in 2011 redistributing oil revenue that previously
funded schools in oil-impact regions to the state’s general fund.
Farr said Sidney Public Schools
does keep some oil money, which
essentially supplants the state’s
responsibility to the district, but
it’s not enough to pay for new
teachers or updated facilities.
“We’ve been asking our legislators to give us complete flexibility with our oil and gas money,”
he said. “We’re being asked to
run our schools off a commodity
that goes up and down.”

A warning sign alerts visitors to dangers surrounding the construction of an oil derrick looming over Sidney. | Michael Beall

https://scholarworks.umt.edu/mjr/vol1/iss41/1

40

School of Journalism: What's in Boom

Published by ScholarWorks at University of Montana, 2015

41

41

Montana Journalism Review, Vol. 1 [2015], Iss. 41, Art. 1

The mayor is also frustrated
with Helena.
Sidney faces a $48 million
budget shortfall over the next
five years as it tries to meet the
demands of an ever-increasing
population. Since 2005 the town
has received only 0.1 percent of
the county’s oil revenue.
When Republican guber-

options are left? What can I do?”
While Smelser waits for answers, others in Sidney go about
their daily routines.
The townspeople expected
a harsh winter, so churches
opened their doors to transients. They served hot meals
every night for three months.
When February rolled around,
more than 200 people congre-

“I’m a red-headed Republican
and I just upset a Republican
gubernatorial candidate.”

-Bret Smelser, Mayor

natorial candidate Rick Hill
stopped by the Sidney Chamber
of Commerce in February, he
told the mayor he was empathetic to the town’s problems
and would work with him to
find a solution.
But Smelser wanted options
on the table.
“I’m not hearing it, Rick,”
Smelser said, interrupting the
candidate an hour and a half
into the meeting. “I haven’t
heard you say how we’re going
to get there.”
Smelser is hopeful that new
bills to assist areas impacted
by the oil boom will pass the
next legislative session in spring
2013. But, he said, the town
won’t see any tangible benefits
until the legislation can be implemented a year or two after it’s
approved.
It’s even more difficult to
predict how long oil production
will last and what will happen
to Sidney when it busts. The
last boom ended abruptly in
the 1980s when world oil prices
skyrocketed and demand diminished.
“I’m a red-headed Republican and I just upset a Republican gubernatorial candidate
because the state’s not paying
attention,” Smelser said. “What
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gated at the Elks Lodge for a
Republican fundraising dinner
that included meat, potatoes,
prayer, music, and a rifle raffle.
In March, three local wrestlers
beat out 1,300 competitors to
win state titles.
“I thought it was weird when I
first came here that total strangers, old farmer men, would just
wave to me on the county road,”
Barber said. “Maybe it’s not so
weird anymore.”
Barber feels pressure to do
her job well because she’s in
the public eye. She’s tried to
integrate herself into the community by judging Halloween
costumes and joining half the
townspeople as they pack the
high school gym to cheer on the
basketball team.
She files story after story
about a place she’s come to call
home, but she knows that no
matter how long she stays, she’ll
never be a local.
Someday soon she’ll pack up
her bags and drive down Highway 16 until she hits the interstate. She’ll head toward another
new place to work for a different
paper or attend graduate school,
where she’ll once again find
herself on the outside.
Michael Beall and Dameon
Matule contributed reporting.

*

A worker climbs near the top of a Patterson Oil-UTI drilling rig just outside of town. | Photo by Dameon Matule
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LAND
Caring for the places we call home
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n a community eager for economic development,
one Montana ranching family struggles to cope with
the onset of underground coal mining. For 40 years the
Charter family fought to prevent coal mining on their
land in southern Musselshell County. In February the
federal government leased the remaining coal under
their property to the mining company.

“

BENEATH

the
prairie

Written and photographed by Kevin Radley

There’s no question that when we’re done, and we’re

”

committed, that the land will have its function restored.

Bob Ochsner,
Chief Engineer, Signal Peak Energy

As the Charters experience hardships and question their future quality of
life, the nearby town of Roundup faces
the decision to build a new school with
potential tax dollars that hinge on the
mine’s future productivity.
Feeling misunderstood by nearby
ranchers and the community, the mining
company argues its case based on the
science of modern-day mining.
As the feud continues, the ranchers
seek a potential lawsuit and the mining company insists any environmental
impacts will be restored.
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“

I can understand why ranchers still have
questions. They have obviously heard of
the horror stories in other areas.

”

John DeMichiei,
CEO, Signal Peak Energy

“

We as landowners
shouldn’t have to
bear these costs. Coal
should have to pay its
own way.

”

Steve Charter, Rancher

“

We honestly believe here
if we had new schools
more people would
choose to live here,
rather than in Huntley
and Shepard.

”

Tim Schaff, history teacher
Roundup High School
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real estate
After 50 years, military munitions near Helena are finally being cleaned up

By Kellen Beck
A light layer of snow blankets the North Helena Valley,
covering old mortar pieces hidden in long pasture grass. Spent
105 mm Howitzer rounds resembling foot-long rusting bullets decorate mantles all over
the neighborhood. Live bombs
have been retrieved from people’s yards, and still exist in
land waiting to be developed.
“If this was located out East
there would be a bunch of lawyers all over it,” Clifton Youmans of the Montana National
Guard said.
Located only seven miles
north of downtown Helena, the
former military firing range
now houses more than 500
families. They call it unexploded
ordnance — or UXO — land
because it contains residual live
rounds. It’s an explosive piece
of real estate. UXO areas exist
all over the country but rarely
are they found on private land.
After returning home from
World War II in the late 1940s
the Montana National Guard
needed land for training, but
its request for federal funding
and leasing was denied. The
federal government argued
that because of the state’s vast
amount of undeveloped land,
the guard could easily procure
firing ranges on their own.
Federal leases hold the government accountable for cleaning up after the military, but
the leases signed with Montana ranchers did not define
any cleanup effort on the land.
Roger Nummerdor holds a 155 mm munition that belongs to his neighbor Jim Taylor. The round has been
declared inert, otherwise it would have been taken away by the UXO cleanup team. | Photo by Dameon Matule
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A lineup of UXO dug up by Clifton Youmans’ team sits near a house in the North Helena Valley. | Photo by Clifton Youmans

After the firing ranges were
no longer needed, the Guard
simply returned the land to
the owners without removing the leftover ordinances.
Originally part of the Chevallier Ranch, the North
Helena Valley UXO area was
sold to a contractor who began development in the late
1970s.
Jim Taylor lives on Diamond Springs Drive. He
has decorated his driveway
with an empty 105 mm shell
resting against his mailbox
post. His son, then 12 years
old, found another round
while playing in the woods
behind the property in the
late 1980s. The round was
live, and Taylor immediately
contacted the authorities.
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Roger Nummerdor, whose
son was also involved in the
discovery, recalls the deputy
sheriff simply wrapping the
bomb in a blanket, putting
it in his trunk, and driving
away with it.
“[Today] they would probably have to call in the bomb
squad,” Nummerdor said.
Diamond Springs Drive
was the first area of the valley to be cleaned up in 1997
after digital geophysics
showed the possible threat
posed by UXOs. Twentyfour unexploded artillery
rounds were uncovered on
220 acres. More than a decade later another 61 UXOs
were picked up from a parcel
of land just to the north.
So far, Youmans and his

team of expert engineers
and geophysicists from the
Montana National Guard
have spent more than $11
million to recover more
than 150 explosive rounds.
It’s tricky work because the
North Helena Valley area
brings the team so close to
local homes. Extra caution is
needed to make sure everyone is safe.
Even today the existing
cleanup technology isn’t
perfect. The machines miss
things and pick up false signals, making it almost impossible for Youmans and
his team to be 100 percent
certain that every individual
UXO has been recovered.
Taylor said all he has ever
found on his own land were

spent mortar bits. Youmans,
on the other hand, considers ordnances hidden on developed land an imminent
threat and is surprised no
one has been harmed.
“I have actually taken explosive rounds from someone’s yard,” he said.
Until very recently funding was one of the largest
issues Youmans faced cleaning up the North Helena
Valley. It takes about $4,000
to clean up one acre contaminated with UXO. When
Youmans asked the National
Guard for funding to clean
up the first residential area
in the late 1990s, he received
$165,000 for 220 acres —
about $750 per acre.
Dismayed but not disarmed,
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Youmans invited a representative of the National Guard
on a walk in the North Helena Valley one day. They
came upon a live 155 mm
round just sitting on top of
the soil, out in the open and
surrounded by houses.
“It scared the hell out of
him,” said Youmans, recalling the reaction of his guest.
His team now receives about
$3.5 million a year. “Everyone accuses me of planting
that round, but I didn’t need
to,” he said.
Valley residents take
UXO contamination much
less seriously. Youmans recalls how the father of one
of his team members would
collect the live artillery
rounds he found and place
them about his lawn as ornaments. Virgil Kaisser, the
worried son and team member, would go to the house
when he knew his father
was not home to collect the
live artillery from his lawn.
He then took the rounds to
an isolated area set aside for
counter charging the items
recovered from the valley.
Youmans said that’s where
the team takes things that
were “intended to go boom,
didn’t go boom, so we make
them go boom.”
Kaisser’s father eventually called the cops because
someone was stealing ‘his
decorations.’
It seems almost everyone
who lives in the area has a story to tell, their own personal
account of finding a UXO, or
at least bits of one. But rather
than threatening lawsuits,
many residents of the North
Helena Valley act as if their
stories, as well as the objects
they collect, have not detracted but rather added value to
their real estate.

*

Map courtesy of Clifton Youmans

This map shows the locations of every piece of UXO removed by the team. The orange marks refer to pieces
of munition, while the red and green are full rounds.
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By Monica Gokey
The footrace between
renewable energy and fossil fuels
is a case of the tortoise and the
hare. One got an early start. Use
of fossil fuels grew exponentially
with the onslaught of the
Industrial Revolution, and has
remained the de facto energy
standard ever since.
Montana boasts a strong
potential for renewable energy,
but despite global ambitions to
cut back on carbon emissions,
wind turbines, biomass
gasification plants, and
power-generating dams in the
state are few and far between.
Why can’t Montana’s
renewable energy sector
compete with its booming fossil
fuel industry?

Trains haul pieces of wind turbines north through Wyoming to Montana. | Photo by Hannah J. Ryan

wait until new capacity is built
or upgraded, said Brian Kerns,
an alternative energy engineer
at the University of Montana.
“Montana is resource rich
and transmission poor,” Kerns
said.
NorthWestern Energy put a
major transmission project on
the table when it proposed the
Mountain States Transmission
Intertie line. The new line would
run through five Montana
counties over a combination of
public and private land before
crossing into Idaho.
The project met substantial

WIND POWER

Only about 3 percent of
Montana’s energy needs are
filled by wind power, yet an
assessment from the National
Renewable Energy Lab reports
that the state’s wind resource
could exceed current electricity
needs 210 times over.
More than half of the
energy produced in Montana
is exported to more populous
areas outside the state.
At present, the state’s
transmission capacity is full and
new wind projects will have to
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resistance from landowners
and is currently undergoing an
environmental impact review.

HYDROPOWER

Less than 1 percent of the
state’s 2,917 dams generate
electricity, most are for water
storage or irrigation. Montana is
comparatively underdeveloped
for hydroelectricity compared

to other headwaters states,
said Scott Bosse, the Northern
Rockies region director for
American Rivers.
Conservationists are reluctant
to see new dams built because of
the high ecological cost on river
ecosystems.
But it is possible to add more
hydropower to the grid without
damming new rivers.
“[Montana] could install
more efficient turbines on
existing dams, add hydropower
to water storage dams, or put
micro-hydro dams in irrigation
canals,” Bosse said.

the federal Fuels for Schools and
Beyond program.
“Biomass is a relatively
good energy source in western
Montana because there’s an
abundance of the resource
close to population centers,”
said Tyron Venn, a forestry
professor at the University of
Montana.
A woody biomass proposal
to power the University of
Montana was shot down by
community opposition because
of air-quality concerns and
controversy over the declared
‘greenness’ of the project.
But others are going all-in for
biomass. The Flathead Electric
Co. recently committed to
purchase electricity from a
new biomass facility being
constructed at a sawmill in
Columbia Falls. Venn said the
statewide trend toward biomass
use is moving forward slowly
but steadily.
In the race to export
Illustration by Lynn Campbell Montana’s energy, the tortoise
BIOMASS
has a lot of catching up to do if
Biomass gasification is the
it’s going to keep pace with the
combustion of organic material
hare.
like wood, grasses, or municipal
waste into energy. The
Monica Gokey is pursuing a
University of Montana Western
master’s degree in environmental
in Dillon was one of the state’s
science and natural resource
first large-scale biomass boiler
journalism at the University of
installations, funded in part by
Montana.
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POLITICAL BRIEFS

All hands on
By John Youngbear

The 15th-century Cheyenne adapted well from their
earliest recorded beginnings as an agricultural people along
the Great Lakes to one of the most revered plains tribes
inhabiting the West by evolving their survival strategies,
incorporating new ways of thought and ideology.
Today the northern band of Cheyenne has a new challenge: Their reservation in southeastern Montana sits atop
billions of dollars of untapped coal. Heralded by many
in the early ‘70s for opposing coal development on their
homeland, even as strip mining steadily advanced toward
the reservation from the north and south, they fought the
progress from becoming a reality.
Data from the 2000 census estimated their population
at less than 5,000 enrolled tribal members, but that nearly
doubled by the 2010 census, with about one-third living
on the reservation. While the population has thrived, those
remaining on the reservation have faced widespread unemployment, sparse housing, and rampant alcoholism.
While the tribal government has ventured into corporate
timber sales, gaming, and tourism, those attempts have
become economic and political burdens. In 2004 the Otter
Creek coal tracts revived the immediacy of the encroaching
development to an economically starved membership that
seemed more open to the idea of coal development.
Starting in early 2005, two groups favoring development began petitions by way of tribal election referendums
seeking an outright movement to develop coal and coalbed
methane, with each group seeking independent votes for
passage. The referendum passed with 80 percent of the
council voting in favor of coal development. However, the
coalbed methane initiative failed the referendum portion of
the tribal election process.
Opposition to coal development is strong among some
tribal environmentalists who seek to retain a diminishing
cultural identity they believe is threatened by outside development and influence.
Remarkably, the tribe has held onto 95 percent of its
land base while some Montana tribes have lost almost
50 percent of their land to nontribal hands. The Northern
Cheyenne have nothing to fear from land loss, but the fear
of losing what they have held sacred has become a political
and cultural obstacle embedded in the psyche of elected
officials.
Proponents and opponents will undoubtedly seek resolution to coal development. But perhaps more important is
that they find a way to address ongoing poverty and addiction plaguing Cheyenne country.
John Youngbear is the media specialist for Northern
Cheyenne Tribal Health and an instructor at Chief Dull
https://scholarworks.umt.edu/mjr/vol1/iss41/1
Knife College.
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By Corey Stapleton

Ten years ago I sponsored Senate Bill 510 in the
Montana senate, which encouraged the vast monies from
Otter Creek coal development in southeastern Montana
to pay for our schools. Not a piece of state-owned Otter
Creek coal has been mined, and billions of dollars that
could benefit Montana schools sit in the ground.
Montana union leaders have supported lawsuits for
more education funding and pension bailouts, but they
turn silent when environmentalists obstruct school
revenue from Montana’s immense natural resources. It’s
past time we unify western and eastern Montana, public
and private sectors, around economic development.
I propose eliminating the 95 statewide mills that partially fund education and, in turn, indemnify the schools
with the massive energy development revenues. This
will give $209 million in permanent property tax relief
across Montana, reducing the average homeowner’s
property tax by 25 percent.
We cannot put the cart before the horse. My pledge
to Montana is that we will firmly fund our schools and
address our public pension shortfalls. But first we must
develop our natural resources and promote a regulatory
environment that is regionally equivalent to neighboring
states to create jobs.
With legislation that encourages responsible development, expedites capital investment, and partners with the
private sector, I believe Montana can reduce our unemployment from 7.8 percent to 5.5 percent in five years
and create 12,000 jobs in the energy sector alone. The
beauty of the economics is this natural resource development revenue over the next generation coincides with
the baby boomers’ retirement years, when additional
stress is being put on our tax base.
We will change the way Montana’s state government
interacts with natural resource development. From Libby
to Baker, instead of watching from a distance and being
indifferent to revenue outcomes, leaders throughout the
state should be united in our support of Montana’s competitive advantage of natural resources.
In turn, leaders throughout the state should understand that an efficient state government and top-notch
educational system are the deserved byproduct of a
unified and wealthy state. We became 47th out of 50 in
gross state product because we allowed the spenders of
government to disconnect from the wealth creators.
Corey Stapleton is a former Montana state senator
and currently a Republican candidate for governor.
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An environmentalist, a gubernatorial
candidate, and a tribal member
weigh in on what should be done
with Montana’s vast coal reserves.

By Anne Hedges

The Otter Creek Valley of south-central Montana
consists of some of the most cherished, remote, and
beautiful country in the United States. It’s characterized
by a vast expanse of wide-open spaces, rolling hills interspersed with small streams, and centuries-old working
family farms and ranches.
Unfortunately, the Otter Creek Valley also sits on top
of an immense deposit of coal and is on the chopping
block for an incredibly misguided boondoggle of a venture to turn a large portion of the region into a massive
open pit strip mine to feed the booming Asian economy.
The Montana Environmental Information Center is
working to stop the development of this mine.
The implications of strip mining an estimated 1.3
billion tons of coal at Otter Creek are exceptionally far
reaching and embody the larger problems of continuing
with our current over-reliance on fossil fuels. Regarding
Otter Creek, corporate giants will mine the coal, haul it
by rail, and then ship it to Asia. In return we get fouled
water, mercury poisoning, 2.5 billion tons of increased
carbon pollution, respiratory disease, premature death,
cancer, and an economic plan fraught with volatility and
over-reliance on foreign markets.
MEIC challenged the decision of the Montana Land
Board to open up approximately 8,300 acres of State
Trust Lands to strip mining. The Board failed to abide
by Montana’s Constitution and analyze the social, economic, and environmental effects of its decision before
it sold the coal for a bargain price (similar coal leases
in Wyoming can sell for six times more). Recently an
eastern Montana judge ruled against MEIC. However,
he clearly stated that development of Otter Creek would
cause “myriad adverse environmental consequences.”
He also said the “effects of climate change include
specific adverse impacts to Montana’s water, air, and
agriculture.” We agree and will fight the Otter Creek
proposal tooth and nail. There is too much at stake.
Every day that goes by is a lost opportunity to choose
a new energy path for Montana. We’ve blindly gone
down the path of dirty coal and exploitive extractive
industries for too long now. It’s time to use American
ingenuity and our boundless renewable resources and
invest in a sustainable energy path that is good for the
economy and the environment.
Anne Hedges is the program director of the Montana
Environmental Information Center.
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Keystone

looming in November

Interview with Jeff Greene
By Dillon Kato
It was only going to cut
through a corner of the state,
but the Keystone XL pipeline
had activists in Montana up in
arms until President Obama
nixed the project early this year.
With jobs, the economy, and gas
prices on the minds of voters,
did the executive decision doom
the Democrats’ chances in the
fall elections? MJR posed this
question to Jeff Greene, a public
policy expert at the University
of Montana.
are the views of MonQ What
tana’s politicians on the

Keystone XL pipeline?
It seems to me that in a
resource-oriented state
like Montana, Democrats and
Republicans alike pretty much
think this is a great thing. Gov.
Schweitzer was on national
news back in January. He was
for it. It seems like a good economic development tool. We see
North Dakota booming right
now on private oil being developed, and this would be a huge
economic tool not only for the
state, but for the nation.

A

So what is an argument of
the dissenters?
You have people who remember the days of mining and the bad stuff with
things like the Berkeley Pit.
Montana has a unique history
of being an extract state, but one
where things go poorly sometimes, which makes people
leery of resource development.
The mining companies, for instance, left a lot of problems.
Also, environmental and conservation groups would rather

Q
A

see more investment in green
energy.
to ElecQ AstionweDay,movewillcloser
more mod-

erate Democrats put distance
between themselves and the
president about Keystone?
Speaking to Montana specifically, Baucus and Tester were both very in favor of the
pipeline. To the Dems and Republicans in the state, this Keystone pipeline was something
that most of them could agree
on, something that would bring
them to the table together. They
saw it as good for Montana.

A

a project like the KeyQ For
stone pipeline, the governor

and the legislature in Montana
don’t have much power to change
things, but how much do you
think energy issues will come up
in our state elections?
We have oil reserves that
we have known about
since the 1960s in eastern Montana, just like in North Dakota. Then, they didn’t have the
technology to get it out cleanly,
safely, and efficiently. Now
we’ve reached a stage where we
do have that technology. The
politicians that I’ve talked to
and I’ve heard on the state level
don’t have an objection to doing this. The issue is to make
sure we’re not drilling on areas
that are protected or zoned out
by the federal government. The
governor and Dems want to
see more green energy — more
windmills — but they also see
that the transition can’t be done
that quick.

A

*
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WATCHDOG

How the journalism industry has changed
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MADE
IN
MONTANA
The effect of blogs and citizen journalism
By Morgan Sparks

With natural resource disputes reigning supreme, Montanans are moving to
nontraditional venues for their information fix. Some are even acting as citizen
journalists, offering news and commentary on issues as diverse as wolves, fishing
access, and oil.
Montana Bully Pulpit, a blog created by
the Missoula-based conservation group
Hellgate Hunters and Anglers in the wake
of the state’s tumultuous legislative session
in 2011, is among the recent additions.
The site cut its teeth, holding a forum
on the role of wolves in Montana’s landscape. It also discussed a bill threatening
angler access and another looking to legalize cyanide-leach mining.
Land Tawney, the president of HHA
and one of the blog’s authors, said public
response has been overwhelming.
With more than 2,000 followers, the
Montana Bully Pulpit’s Facebook page
reaches five times the group’s actual membership. Posts range between 300-900
readers, and the site has seen over 17,000
visitors since its conception.
Norma Duffy, a Web designer, artist,
and state congressional candidate from
Dillon, said she visits the website because
it speaks to both the recreationist and conservationist in her.
“I think the content is excellent. It gives
people a chance to talk about the issues
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regarding hunting, angling, conservationism, and the fact that all three of them are
so important to one another,” she said.
A passionate angler and former hunter,
Duffy worries journalists occasionally lose
the “essence of the information that is necessary to educate the public.” Beyond reading local newspapers, she visits websites
like the Montana Bully Pulpit for analysis
and discussion of issues not always available in papers.
Rob Chaney, the environmental reporter at the Missoulian, said blogs have
altered the way he produces news.
To start his day, Chaney cruises a file
of bookmarked websites and blogs, which
he describes as a “trap line you can run to
widen your reach of outside sources and
outside influences.”
The input from these sites ranges from
bare-bone facts to wild-eyed propaganda.
Strictly nonpartisan aggregators like
Mountain West News, a publication of the
University of Montana’s O’Connor Center
for the Rocky Mountain West, co-exist
with the clearly pro-wolf but sober-toned
Defenders of Wildlife blog and Northern
Rockies Rising Tide, a site originally dedicated to following mega-load machinery
shipments through Montana to the Canadian oil sands.
Chaney said some blogs put forth a
“very definite political or issue agenda” that

they are trying to push further into public
conversation.
Shellie Nelson, the editor at Mountain
West News, said news-style blogs have
been on the rise since the Internet made it
easy to publish in a manner that appears
professional.
“I think people have the opportunity to
reach more people, and it’s cheap and it’s
free,” she said. “Anybody with a domain
name can establish one, so why wouldn’t
they?”
Chaney pointed to the link between the
rise of the blogs and contractions in Montana’s newsrooms caused by the lack of a
business model to generate revenue on the
Web.
“How we get ourselves out of that bind
is something for way smarter people than
me to figure out,” he said.
On the other hand, newspapers like the
Missoulian have shown more resilience
than many blogs.
While the Montana Bully Pulpit was
still going strong in the spring of 2012, the
Northern Rockies Rising Tide blog went
dormant sometime last winter.
Morgan Sparks is a junior at the University of Montana studying journalism and
wildlife biology.
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the evolution of News

Whether you’re reading the Missoulian on your smart
phone or in newsprint, you can trust that you’re reading the
number one source for local news. From 1873 to today,
we continuously evolve to provide the best news coverage
delivered to you how you want it, when you want it.
As you evolve, so do we.

One source.

NO BOOM,

WITHOUT A BUST.

Learn to tell the story of
nature and its resources.

Get your master’s in environmental
science and natural resource
journalism at the University of Montana.

Apply by Feb. 15, 2013.
www.jour.umt.edu
https://scholarworks.umt.edu/mjr/vol1/iss41/1
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From

MONTANA
To

CHINA

Q+A with MATTHEW FRANK
Photo contributed by the Missoula Independent

Booming demand for coal threatens rural environments
By Hannah J. Ryan
China wants Montana’s coal,
but some Montanans don’t
want giant mines ripped into
the face of their ranch land.
Matthew Frank, associate editor for the Missoula Independent, followed the black gold
to China and then back to a
potential source below Otter
Creek in southeast Montana.
Here, the global gluttony over
fossil fuels stands to destroy
pristine rural landscapes, as
well as the livelihoods of the
people living off that land.
Published by ScholarWorks at University of Montana, 2015

plane from
Q SoChinayouandgothadoff tothewrite
this story. How did you start?
This is a local, regional, national,
and global environmental issue, so
I wanted to go to Otter Creek. I wanted
to learn about the Tongue River Railroad, which is the real lynchpin in this
whole thing happening because that
railroad has to be built for the coal in Otter Creek to reach any market. So I went
there and met with ranchers who have
property that would be bisected by this
railroad. It was amazing to meet with
this one guy, Mark Fix, who lives on
this big, beautiful ranch on the Tongue
River. He took me around on his fourwheeler and showed me where the railroad would go. It was really profound to

A

have been in China just a couple weeks
before and to witness their growth and
then to be in this place in the middle of
nowhere that’s just so beautiful and to
see how China’s demand could affect
the landscape of southeastern Montana.
are the challenges of reQ What
porting this story?
biggest challenge that I wasn’t
A The
able to overcome was trying to get

a better understanding of the dynamics
on the Northern Cheyenne Reservation.
I really want to learn more about their
internal debate. What I understand is
half the tribe is for coal development.
They have a 1.2 billion-ton reserve on
their reservation, and they have what I
hear is a 60 percent unemployment rate.
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So that’s fascinating to me. How can you
argue with them when they have such
needs economically, but the environmental consequences are huge? And they
recognize that, and for much of their history they have avoided extraction of their
resources. I still want to write that story.

these environmental stories. That’s what
I want to provide with my reporting on
these global issues.
this story changed your perQ Has
ception of natural resource ex-

traction in Montana?
I see Montana as a case study. We
have huge coal reserves. We also
have huge wind energy potential. If we
can’t make the shift to something like
wind energy, I wonder if other states
can. I see Montana sort of representing
a tipping point. I was talking to Steve
Running (a Nobel prize-winning climate
change scientist) for my story and, basically, he was saying that we shouldn’t
be kidding ourselves. Fifty more years
of burning coal will be a game-over for
the climate. One of the fascinating things
I learned in China was that their power
plants are cleaner than those of the U.S.
It’s the function of their government being able and immediately having the

you talk about how we are A
Q Can
doing reporting these issues that
have both global and local perspectives? As journalists, are we making a
mess of it or are we accurately reporting what’s happening?
I think this is the biggest environmental story in the state, and I think
it will be for a long time. It’s sort of a
nebulous thing, the global coal economy.
There are so many steps along the way
of getting this coal to Asia, and covering
that is really hard to do, but it’s important that you do it. I wish that a lot of
the stories about coal and the coal trains
had more context. Context is king with

A

power to decide that they want to clean
up their act. They don’t have the polarization that we do in the U.S. Senate. If
they want to do something, they do it tomorrow. I wouldn’t want to live in that
type of government, but it has its advantages, and a couple of them are environmental.

*

Matthew Frank is the associate editor and a feature writer for the Missoula Independent. Frank is from
western New York, and when biking
through Missoula he decided to stay
and pursue a master’s in environmental studies with a focus on writing at the University of Montana. His
reporting explores Montana’s natural
resources, as well as stories where he
gets to profile a hermit or write about
post-traumatic stress disorder.

Otter Creek in southeastern Montana flows above large tracts of coal deep below the surface.
Photo contributed by the Missoula Independent
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a weekly

SUCCESS
By Kellyn Brown

When I was first asked to write an opinion piece on
the role that weekly newspapers play in a community, I
was reluctant. I didn’t want to imply that somehow what
my publication does is any better or more important than
anyone else’s. And, I was busy.
But MJR was persistent. So here is why I think the
Flathead Beacon is different than other media and why, as
long as I am in charge of the newsroom, it always will be.
And it has little to do with us publishing a newspaper once a
week instead of once a day.
When people refer to our product as an “alternative
weekly,” I cringe. If that’s the case, then I have utterly failed
as an editor. Thankfully, most people don’t. We are, in the
simplest terms, a newsweekly or magazine without the
budget to afford glossy pages. We surround our longer,
more time-consuming, and serious stories with lots of color
images, graphics, poll questions, and other elements I often
refer to as “fun.” No matter what our egos may suggest, many
readers will not consume 2,000 words, especially if they are
presented on a page of black text.
This is not a unique idea. Pick up just about any national
magazine and you will see an array of features that are
tailored to readers who want their news fast and in color.
We strive to implement this idea on a smaller scale with an
emphasis on local news. And we take the same approach
to our website, highlighting images and publishing short
breaking-news stories and blogs throughout the day.
This way of presenting content, to my eye, makes our
product appear more upbeat and approachable. But it only
works because I have an immensely dedicated staff that is
— wait for it — upbeat and approachable.
When we redesigned our website, the whole newsroom
was involved and we built the site in-house. There were no
consultants flown in to tell us that we were doing it wrong.
Instead, we built something together, and the builders laid
the bricks, for better or worse.
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Photo contributed by the Flathead Beacon

But I’m lucky. I know it. We are privately owned and
the owner has allowed this newspaper to reflect the
characteristics of its employees. And it’s a small, colorful cast
that continues to evolve and come up with creative ways to
cover and deliver the news.
That, by no means, is to say our approach is superior to
what any other organization does. We’re still, in many ways,
a traditional newspaper, which fosters stress, doubt, and
paranoia. We’re also, in many ways, a traditional newsweekly,
allotted time and space to write longer stories that may not
be covered by other media.
Why we’re different has less to do with the format of
our newspaper and more to do with our refreshing lack of
pointless hierarchy. We built this together. And our product
has been embraced in the Flathead Valley because everyone
here knows how much we enjoy making it. And it shows.

*

Kellyn Brown is the editor-in-chief at the Flathead Beacon,
a newsweekly located in downtown Kalispell.
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By Paul Queneau

“There’s something weird with that
photo,” I said to my fellow Bugle editors
about an image we’d received. At that point
it was the frontrunner for our magazine’s
cover, and it was indeed impressive: a
massive bull elk bathed in buttercream
sunlight, its face and eyes sharp with
uncommon detail. But like many longtime
photographers, I’d started to develop a bit
of a spidey sense about the laws of natural
light.
The focal point on the bull didn’t
quite align with the grass around it. Even
more telling was a smearing where one
of the bull’s legs disappeared into that
grass. We sent a light-hearted email
to the photographer expressing our
concerns. He responded that we should
lay off the pot smoking and just admit
that amazing light does happen. After a
few more exchanges, we finally received
the full-resolution version of the shot. A
pixel-level examination showed that the
borders around the bull’s hair were far
too defined and the telltale remnants of a
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backdrop that
no longer existed
in the image. It
turned out that
the bull had been
standing
on
asphalt.
Photo alteration,
of course, dates
back to before
Ansel Adams. But
Photoshop and
its kin have become
ubiquitous and come packed to the gills
with tools tailor-made to bend reality.
Where do photographers and editors draw
the line?
Chad Harder, photo editor for the
Missoula Independent and Montana
Headwall, holds to a rule he learned in
journalism school while Photoshop was
still in its infancy — version 1.1.
“The standard I used then is one I still
use: if it’s something you can do in the
darkroom, it’s something you can pretty
much go ahead and do. But if the intent is to
fool the reader, that is an obvious hardline.”
Sheila Habeck, a 1987 University of
Montana School of Journalism grad who
has spent the past five years working as
managing editor and designer for Montana
Magazine, feels similarly.
“I wouldn’t knowingly change a quote or
change a fact just to get a better reaction. So
if I wouldn’t do that in a story, why would I
do that in a photograph?” she said.
Montana Magazine has long defined
itself by celebrating vast landscapes,
charismatic characters, and rich wildlife.
Habeck said she feels a responsibility to
show readers the beauty and wildness of
Montana without exaggeration.
Montana Magazine has made a point of
asking its contributing photographers not
to submit high dynamic range — or HDR
— images, which have become enormously
popular in recent years. HDR images either
combine multiple frames of the same shot

Illustration by Lynn Campbell

at different exposures
or enhance a single
image so that the shadows
and highlights are
accentuated, often to an
almost surreal quality.
Habeck said she did
remove a power line from the
top edge of a cover shot on one occasion.
Most magazines and many newspapers
— including the one I work for — create
layered photos and cutouts for their covers
to wrap around the text of their masthead.
“I did that only with the permission of
the photographer,” Habeck said.
Though, some magazines take it a step
further.
“We add type, and we might even put a
person’s feet in it or something,” Distinctly
Montana editor Valerie Harms said. “For a
previous cover, we had a field of flowers and
someone’s booted feet in the foreground.
That was primarily Photoshopped — three
photographs put together.”
So, as some publications adhere to a
stricter policy on image manipulation than
others, where does it leave readers? With
cutting-edge tools now so easily wielded
in Photoshop CS5 and other applications,
it would seem likely it will only get more
difficult to distinguish fantasy from reality.
“It’s a real valid concern,” said Harder. “If
you’re a true editorial publication and you
expect readers to trust the words, they ought
to be able to trust the images as well.”

*
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